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Introduction
Women contribute about half of India"s population. It is because of them we see the light of this world. However, a large section of women remain neglected in our society. In each step, they are either neglected or humiliated without any sufficient cause. While they are serving for their families and the society, however, their contribution is not recognised. Most of them are dependent throughout their life, first on their parents, then on husband and finally on their sons. They are not free to make a decision on their own. Relatively speaking, hunger and poverty are more women"s issues than male issues...if one of the family members has to starve, then it is an unwritten law that it has to be the mother. If the goals of economic development include improved standards of living, removal of poverty, access to dignified employment, and reduction in inequality, then it is quite natural to start with women (Yunus, 2001) . Poor village women are much more dependent as most of them are illiterate. Illiteracy is still widespread in our country especially in rural areas and more specifically, for rural women. Illiteracy prevents them from thinking rationally or for their benefit. _________________ *Assistant Professor, Kazi Nazrul Islam Mahavidyalaya, West Bengal. demands on the state for support and on society itself for change." Empowerment process begins by confronting ways in which women internalise their low social status and by assisting groups and individuals to realise that they have legitimate part to play in decisions affecting their lives (Eade and Williams, 1995) .
According to Adams (1996) , "Empowerment is the means by which individuals, groups and communities to take control of their circumstances and achieve their own goals, thereby being able to work towards helping themselves and others to maximize the quality of their lives". Empowerment represents "a means for accomplishing community development tasks and can be conceptualized as involving two key elements giving community members the authority to make decisions and choices and facilitating the development of the knowledge and resources necessary to exercise these choices" (Zippy, 1995) . Bandura (1986) defines empowerment as "the process through which individuals gain efficacy, defined as the degree to which an individual perceives that he or she controls his or her environment". According to Pillai, J.K. (1995) , "Empowerment is an active, multidimensional process which enables women to realize their full identity and powers in all spheres of life. Power is not commodity to be transacted nor can it be given away as aims. Power has to be acquired and once acquired, it needs to be exercised, sustained and preserved".
Different forms and components
The components of empowerment are as follows: -Women"s and men"s sense of internal strength and confidence to face life -The right to make choices -The power to control their own lives within and outside the home and -The ability to influence the direction of social change towards the creation of a more just social and economic order nationally and internationally. Empowerment as an individual and collective process is based on the following five principles:  Self-reliance  Self-awareness  Collective mobilisation and organisations  Capacity building  External exposure and interaction There could be a social and/or gender conflicts in the process of empowering the women. This process also may face some obstacles as it challenges the fundamentals of patriarchal system, traditional as well as religious beliefs and also political system. However, the benefit of empowerment of women will be enjoyed by the society as a whole.
The Rio Declaration (1992) stated that "women have a vital role to play in environmental management and development" and their full participation is essential in achieving sustainable development. The Millennium Development Goals recognise the need to promote gender equality and empowerment of women, the need to alleviate poverty and ensure sustainable environmental management. One of the targets for the goal on ensuring environmental sustainability is to "Halve by 2015 the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation" (UN 2002) . The United Nations Conference on Environment and Development(UNCED) Agenda 21 mentions women"s advancement and empowerment in decision-making, including women"s participation in "national and international ecosystem management and control of environment degradation" as a key area for sustainable development. The International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) in Cairo, discussed the population issue not just as a technical, demographic problem, but as a choice that women should be empowered to take within the context of their health and reproductive rights. The Copenhagen Declaration of the World Summit on Social Development (WSSD), called for the recognition that empowering people, particularly women, to strengthen their own capacities is a main objective of development, and that empowerment requires the full participation of people in the formulation, implementation and evaluation of decisions determining the functioning and well-being of societies. The Report of the UN Fourth World Conference on Women called its Platform for Action "an agenda for women"s empowerment" meaning that "the principle of shared power and responsibility should be established between women and men at home, in the workplace and in the wider national and international communities" (UN, 1995a, no. 1) .
In the Ninth Five Year Plan (1997) (1998) (1999) (2000) (2001) (2002) the Central Government of India adopted the concept of "empowerment" in her development projects mainly targeted for women. The year 2001 was observed as "Women Empowerment Year". Now the rural women who are economically poor are to be provided opportunities so that they can also contribute to the society. Uneducated, unorganised rural women can be useful if and only if they become educated, organized and hence economically strong. Formation of Self Help Group (SHG) is one such step. SHGs are formed by the rural (though not necessarily) women. Actually it can be formed by any group of men, women of any age. But in reality many of the SHGs are formed by the rural poor women. They formed these SHGs only to make themselves economically as well as socially recognizable person.
SHGs are formed by a homogeneous group of people, particularly women. Their homogeneity lies in their age, caste, religion, gender and also in their economic conditions. So a group of almost same aged poor women of a particular religion and of a particular caste in a village forms a SHG. The only condition is that they all have to make a small saving and contribute for making a common fund. They make this habit of savings weekly, fortnightly or monthly of small amount of money, may be Rs. 10 per week or Rs. 30 per month. In this way they create a fund within a few months. They use this pooled fund in giving loans to any of their common friend/member of their group. A member usually takes loans to meet her needs mainly for consumption purpose. The terms and conditions are to be decided by their common understandings which will be followed in each case of lending.
After few months, the SHG is attached with a financial institution so that the group can lend money from this bank. Then the members can either use this money in productive purposes or take loans which can be used may be for her daughter"s marriage or may be for her or other relative"s medical expenditure. A common characteristic of SHG is that they meet regularly to discuss their problems, to collect savings and also to decide to which member the common fund is to be lent. The Group elected a chairperson, a treasurer and other office bearers, if necessary. The treasurer keeps the accounts as far as possible; for this she has to be trained. This training is being given either by any NGO or by a person by whose guidance this SHG is formed.
Methodology
In this study, the degree of empowerment of women after participating in SHGs has been measured using primary survey method. The SHGs of Burdwan is chosen. As my workplace is lying in the district of Burdwan I have chosen this district. The SHGs of different blocks of this district are my study areas. There are 25 Blocks in Burdwan district. At least one group from each block is being studied. However, due to several difficulties it was not possible to visit all the blocks. Mainly, I concentrate on the blocks adjacent to my locality, namely, Jamuria, Raniganj, Barabani, Andal, Kulti, Pandabeswar and Durgapur blocks. Several SHGs in blocks like Galsi, Memari, Kalna, Katwa and Ausgram are also studied. 20 women involving into SHGs and 10 women not involving into any SHGs from each Blocks of Jamuria, Barabani, Galsi, Ausgram and Memari are my study groups. So, on the whole, 150 women are interviewed.
For survey, a questionnaire was prepared that had two parts. In the first part basic information about the respondents is collected while in the second part information regarding the SHG is collected. The questionnaire is written in a very simple and lucid language. Apart from this, an interview method is also applied to know exactly what the poor women want to express as it may happen that the questions are not easily comprehended by them. Once the data was collected, it was sorted and tabulated according to the objectives of the study. Thereafter, data was analysed in accordance with the specified objectives.
Objective and Hypotheses
About 80% of rural women engage into any kind of employment, though informal, and their contribution to the GDP is also worth-mentioning. The Millennium Development Goal targeted by the world leaders in 2000 for halving the proportion of poor people by the end of 2015 can be achieved only if women are empowered. Many of the Goals of Millennium Development are linked with women, children and environment. Women can solve those entire problems singlehandedly because they are mingled with the children and also with environment so easily that they can accurately identify the causes of the problems. So empowerment to women is the basic necessity of this time.
Women need to be empowered economically, socially and politically. Economic empowerment can be achieved by providing economic opportunities to women and by participation of them in viable economic productive activities. Women can be socially empowered if they can take part in decision making process of any social activities. Political empowerment can be achieved if women can take part in political processes like becoming a member of Assembly or a member of Parliament or merely a member of any political party so that they can take part when the political institutions make or take decisions on the issues not only relating to women but also to other part of the society. So in this study the empowerment of women as a whole is the agenda. Whether women are empowered after getting involved into a group which was formed by them (SHG) is the main objective of this study.
The null hypothesis of this study is that women are not sufficiently empowered after joining SHGs. This hypothesis is tested against the alternatives  Women are much more economically empowered after joining SHGs  Women are much more socially empowered after joining SHGs Table 1 depicts the descriptive statistics of the sample regarding their age, religion, average monthly expenditure and number of children. Table 2 depicts the income earning activities of the family of the sample namely agricultural activities, respondent"s own business or her husband"s business. 
Analysis

Measuring empowerment from a Universalist perspective
Our objective is to measure empowerment of women. It is true that the measures of empowerment must consider the economic, political as well as socio-cultural dimensions. Gender-related subordination must be taken into account in measuring this. One woman can be truly empowered if she has the right to do anything that suits to the unbiased society. We use the term unbiased in the sense that male dominance should be absent there. She can live her life with dignity; can take decision in every part of her life and also in every possible contexts of her family. Education must be a criterion. She should have the right to take decision regarding her marriage. She should have the right to take decision of the age of her marriage and also information about the bridegroom should be within her domain.
Often women are sexually harassed even by their husbands even though she may not be well physically as well as mentally. She is forced to into intercourse without using any type of contraceptives. In many part of our society using contraceptive is considered as against the male dominance. It leads to frequent pregnancy. If husband or his other family members do not want this pregnancy she is to undergo medical treatment, most of times by unregistered medical practitioners which may lead to fatal consequences. In this way she lost her right to decide when she would have a baby and how many. In measuring empowerment, we have included criteria like have a say in taking decision regarding use of contraceptive either by herself or by her partner, and having a say in taking decision of when to have a baby.
Women are often called empowered if she has the right to use the resources according to her preference. Both natural and human capital and resources are to be used in her favour. Whether she inherits any property including land and livestock (in case of poor women) from her parents is one measure of empowerment. If she owns any jewellery either from her parental property or from her husband, we say she is empowered economically. Family has to take decision on buying and/or selling land and other property for agricultural activities and also for business. If she is being consulted in dealing with these activities, she is empowered in taking decision even within the family.
Voice against any kind of discrimination may be considered as another factor for determining or measuring empowerment. There may be different types of problems in society which may or may not be related her individually but which may affect her social life eventually. A village community may take a decision regarding her behaviour which is not true and just. She has made a voice against the decision publicly. Her husband forced her to do something without her consent; she protested it. Her children especially girl child may be sexually harassed by some elderly person of her family or by someone else, she protested vehemently and demanded punishment of the culprit(s). We say that the women who did take part in those protests are socially empowered.
Mobility is another dimension for measuring empowerment. We know that women usually involve themselves in productive purposes in poor agricultural community apart from her daily course of family care. Women have to be mobile enough for finding employment opportunities as it may not be available within the village. Beside she has to fetch water and fuel wood. It is also true that rural poor women are more mobile and it may be taken as their empowering activity. We now club these dimensions altogether to find degree of empowerment (Table 3) . We have surveyed 30 respondents, 20 SHG women and 10 other women (Non-SHG) in each block. The above two tables explain explicitly the empowerment in different dimension of women (both SHG and Non-SHG) of each block. For example, in Table 4 in Jamuria Block out of 20 SHG respondents, 13 sent their Girl child for education, 15 have had a say regarding their marriage, 16 can take decision about their sexual activity, 12 can move within village while 13 can go outside for regular job. Similar explanations hold for other data in both Table 4 and in Table 5 .
Let us now define empowerment index. We can define empowerment index by using the above 12 dimensions of different blocks from where both SHG women and Non-SHG women respondents are interviewed. Obviously ∑ takes the value of 240 (=12x20) in case of SHG women and takes the value of 120 (=12x10) in case of Non-SHG women.
Thus the value of E i obviously varies from 0 to 1; 0 when each dimension of empowerment takes the value 0 and 1 when each dimension will be perfect 20 (or 10), as the number of our SHG (Or Non-SHG) respondents in each Block is 20 (or10). Using this definition, the calculated value of empowerment index for each Block is presented in Table 6 . Table 6 depicts the calculated empowerment index of women respondents both member of any SHG and non-member of SHG of five Blocks. Non-SHG women are more empowered in Aousgram Block followed by women of Barabani Block, Galsi, Memari and Jamuria Block. But an SHG woman of Jamuria Block is more empowered than other women of other Blocks. SHG women of Barabani Block and of Memari Block are equally empowered. SHG women of Galsi Block are less empowered than others. Impact of participating in SHG on empowerment is much higher in case of women of Jamuria Block where empowerment index rises from 0.4333 to 0.5375 and also the least empowered women (Non-SHG) Block becomes the highest empowered women Block when we consider only women who are member of any SHG. 
Conclusion
An empowerment index has been defined with the available data. Twelve dimensions of empowerment are defined and they are used in measuring empowerment index. Empowerment index of women both in case of SHG and Non-SHG are tabulated and compared. It has been seen that the women of a Block (Jamuria) who are least empowered if they are not members of any SHG become the most empowered when they are members of any SHG. So, in conclusion, it can be said that women become empowered after participating SHG in Bardhaman district of West Bengal.
